ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
During (and after) the global financial crisis in 2009, profitability and growth for the Saudi Arabian banking system continued to demonstrate strength and stability, due to good capitalization and high liquidity arising from the asset size and operational efficiency of the banks. Further, the level of competitiveness in the Saudi banking market is becoming increasingly pronounced, with high and aggressive business standards. As a result of these changes, the leadership behind the banks has had to employ strategies, tools, and innovative techniques in order to survive in this new economic climate. Some banks have managed to thrive in this highly competitive environment by adopting effective strategy implementation, yet others have struggled to utilize and implement their strategic decisions with the objective of developing a competitive edge for their organization. The underlying intention has then been to react to the internal and external threats facing these organizations, whereby the greater the threat or competitive pressure facing the Saudi banks necessitates a higher degree of strategic planning and implementation processes (Godard 1999) .
Research into strategic decision-making has often been divided into two categories: content research and process research (Rajagopalan et al, 1997) . Content research deals with issues of strategic content, such as portfolio management, diversification, mergers, and the alignment of a firm's strategies with environmental characteristics. Process research correspondingly assesses the means by which a strategic decision is made and implemented, alongside the factors that affect it. The main body of research over the last two decades has focused on content issues; process issues have, however, received less attention (Rajagopalan et al, 1997) . These two categories are complementary, not alternate, so that each category is therefore able to influence the other (Mintzberg and Waters, 1985) .
Although strategic planning is of paramount importance for both its practitioners and academics, it has received little critical attention in strategy management literature; this study thus aims to contribute to management knowledge by identifying the factors that influence the strategic decision outcomes of strategy implementation within the banking industry in Saudi Arabia.
LITERATURE REVIEW
It is evident that firms which implement strategic planning achieve better performances than those without such planning, but these strategies often fail due to problems encountered at the implementation stage (O'Regan & Ghobadian, 2002) . Strategic decisions should, however, be implemented with an awareness that their success is vital for the organization in question. By identifying the factors that influence the process and outcomes of the strategy implementation stage, an organization will be better prepared for its future performance, which will ultimately contribute to its bottom line.
If a strategy fails because of unsuitable or poor implementation, then the effort invested during the formulation phases becomes worthless. Strategic thinking has no effect on a firm's performance, unless all the elements or factors of the strategy fit together using the appropriate capabilities, system, and structure (Okums, 2001 (Okums, , 2003 . Since the implementation of strategies is often accompanied by changes in the process, system, and even structure of an organization (Hrebiniak & Joyce, 1984; Stonich, 1982) , executives must make wise decisions when approaching certain strategies that could affect people and their overall implementation. Charan and Colvin (1999) found that 70% of strategies fail due to poor implementation, whereby managers were indecisive and lacked commitment, and not as a result of the strategic content or decision itself; other researchers estimate the rate of failure to be between 50% and 90% (see : Kiechel, 1982 : Kiechel, , 1984 Gray, 1986; Nutt, 1999; Kaplan & Norton, 2001; Sirkin et al, 2005) .
Top management teams have discovered that formulating a strategic decision is a hard task; the execution or implementation of this strategy proves to be even harder (Hrebiniak, 2006) . As Schaap (2006) states, the strategy-implementing or strategy-executing task is easily the most complicated and time-consuming part of strategic planning, frequently requiring a focus on creating strategic change.
For managers, challenges continually arise from different positions surrounding the process. Indeed, there is no definitive method for achieving successful implementation, it is instead a continuous challenge that requires a collective approach from managers and low-level staff.
Implementation (as a concept) is not clearly defined in the relevant literature, despite the presence of interpretations by Noble (1999) , Schaap (2006) , Singh (1998 ), Yang Li et al (2008 ), and Harrington (2006 . Most studies have discussed it in a general way, encompassing economic, social, psychological, and strategic management (Miller, 1990) . Although many authors offer a conceptual description of strategy implementation, it therefore lacks a universal definition. Miller, moreover, points out that 'the concept of implementation is not always clearly defined in the literature. Many studies discuss it in a general way. Implementation is thus often understood to mean "putting something into effect", "enacting" or "realising" something' (Miller, 1999 p. 47) .
The most comprehensive definition of strategy implementation, which evaluates both the entire process and the stakeholders, is, perhaps, that of Yang Li et al (2008 p. 6) , as 'a dynamic, iterative, and complex process […] comprised of a series of decisions and activities by managers and employees -affected by a number of interrelated internal and external factors -to turn strategic plans into reality in order to achieve strategic objectives'.
Despite these different interpretations within the implementation process, all the sources stress the importance of interaction between factors, process, and the desired outcomes. Most researchers emphasize the 'must fit' between variables, control, and time management in order to make the strategy work (Okumus, 2001 (Okumus, , 2003 Hrebiniak & Joyce, 1984; Stonich, 1982; Miller, 1990) . The key area for the discussion of strategy implementation is, however, that of the factors influencing the process and, by extension, the outcomes.
With regard to the empirical findings from previous investigations on this subject, a number of strategy implementation studies and frameworks have been developed since the 1980s, some of which are conceptual frameworks, whereas others are empirically tested or developed, such as that created by Okumus (2003) .
A review of the relevant literature indicates that most of the previous frameworks categorize essential variables into the following groups:
• Context, process, and outcomes (Bryson & Bromiley, 1993 );
• Planning and design (Hrebiniak & Joyce, 1984) ;
• Realizers and enablers (Miller, 1990 (Miller, , 1997 );
• Content, context, process (Pettigrew & Whipp, 1991) ;
• Framework and process components (Skivington & Daft, 1991) ;
• Context and process (Schmelzer & Olsen, 1994 );
• Context, system and action levers (Miller, 1997) ;
• Content, context, process, outcomes (Okumus, 2001 (Okumus, , 2003 ;
• Formulation, process, outcomes (Stonich, 1982) . As is illustrated by Table 1 .1, the literature also indicates that a number of significant conceptual implementation frameworks have been developed, which discuss key implementation factors or variables that might affect the process (Stonich, 1982; Hrebiniak & Joyce, 1984; Galbraith & Kazanjian, 1986; Hambrick & Cannella, 1989; Alexander, 1985 Alexander, , 1986 Aker, 1995; Thomson & Strickland, 1995) . These were the first implementation frameworks in the management field; none of these frameworks were empirically tested, but they showed that a number of variables play a major role in the implementation process, including formulation, organizational structure, communication, and outcomes. They also stress that there must be a fit between these variables in order for the strategy to be effective (Okumus, 2001 (Okumus, , 2003 Bryson & Bromiley (1993) ; Miller (1990 Miller ( , 1997 ; Ghamdi (1998); Okumus (2001 Okumus ( , 2003 ; Obidat (2008); and, Ali & Hadi (2012) .
A number of other available studies are, however, not mentioned in this investigation, since they do not necessarily contribute to the development of the literature or because they were not systematized adequately through an integrated understanding.
It should be noted that the aforementioned variables should not be limited when implementing strategy, but that they are found to be significant in various studies for particular cases. Given the large number of variable sets, their classification into five main groups can be perceived as an efficient strategy, especially in terms of preventing duplication. These groups are as follows: organizational factors; process and personnel factors; project factors; external factors; and, outcomes.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
A quantitative research design, which involves analyzing the primary data collected through the specified questionnaire, has been employed in this study.
Research goal
This paper aims to identify the determining factors that influence the implementation of the strategic decision process and its outcomes for the case of Saudi Arabian banks. The paper thus explores the relationships between the factors themselves and between the factors and outcomes as dependent variables.
Sample and data collection
To achieve this aim, data was collected via a questionnaire survey directed at the middle management of three Saudi banks between July and September of 2011. When approaching the banks for this study, the main factor behind their selection was that each bank should have a recent case study related to the implementation of strategic decision (see Appendix A). The strategic decisions considered were expected to fulfil the following criteria: (i) that they are strategic in nature; (ii) that they have shaped the future of the bank; (iii) that they have contributed to the performance of the bank.
Thus, two hundred and sixty questionnaires were distributed among the three banks; one hundred and twenty were completed and returned. Data obtained from these questionnaires was analyzed using the SPSS statistical package programme. The identified relationships between variables and outcomes were tested using correlation and regression techniques to analyze the main dimensions of the process and their association with the main outcomes. This action is expected to prove the effectiveness of the process pursued by the banks in question within the formulated theoretical model for this study.
Analysis and results

Reliability test
Before commencing the statistical analysis, a reliability test was performed for the whole sample; the results show a satisfactory level of reliability, with Cronbach's Alpha being at 0.737.
Correlation matrix
The correlation matrix for the whole sample is displayed in Table USQ2a . All the correlation coefficients are positive, with a maximum value of 0.58 and a minimum value of 0.27. Furthermore, they are all significant at the 0.01 level, thereby implying that the coefficients are significantly different from zero. It should, however, be noted that this is not a cause-and-effect relationship. Factor analysis has been performed for the whole sample in order to confirm underlying scales in a questionnaire. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy was found to be 0.57 and Bartlett's test of sphericity was significant (p=0.001 < 0.05). These results indicate that a satisfactory factor analysis can proceed. There were fifty questions on the five-point scale, which were used for the factor analysis. After varimax rotation, eighteen components were extracted.
Linear regression analysis of sub-factors for the whole sample
After the correlation analysis, the impact of individual factors on the outcome was tested with a regression model in the form of:
Where x are the sub-factors; is the intercept of the line of best fit; b represents the coefficients of the subfactors; n is the number of sub-factors; and where is the error term.
The output from the regression analysis for the whole sample is illustrated in Tables R1, R2 , and R3. From Table R1 , the ANOVA table, F (1, 119) =5.02 and p=0.001 (<0.05). This indicates that at least one of the coefficients of the sub-factors is significantly different from zero. In order words, one of the sub-factors is a significant predictor of outcome factors. Table R3 shows the model summary. The value of R (also called multiple R) is 0.59. R 2 =0.35 is the square of 0.59. R 2 is interpreted as the proportion of the total variation in outcome factors that are accounted for by the sub-factors within the model. In other words, they account for 35% of the variability of outcome factors. R 2 is a measure of how well the linear model fits; this is also known as the coefficient of determination. The sample estimate of R 2 tends to be an optimistic estimate of the population value. Adjusted R square closely relates to the population value and its result here is 32.4%.
Regression analysis of main factors for the whole sample
For the main factors, it is necessary to build a regression model in the form of the following: Where PPF= process and personnel factors; OF= organizational factors; EF= external factors; PF= project factors;
is the intercept of the line of best fit; , are the coefficients of the main factors; and where is the error term.
The output from the regression analysis is shown in Tables MFR1, MFR2 , and MFR3. From Table MFR1 (or  the ANOVA table) , F (1, 119) =13.24 and p=0.001 (<0.05). This indicates that at least one of the coefficients of the main factors is significantly different from zero. In order words, one of the main factors is a significant predictor of outcome factors. Furthermore, Table MFR3 depicts the model summary. The adjusted R square is 29.1%, or more specifically, the four main factors in the regression model (project factors, external factors, organizational factors, and process and personnel factors) account for 29.1% of the proportion of the total variation in the outcome factors. 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
In this study, the analytical research has shown that the process and personnel factors, combined with the project factors, have greatly influnced the outcomes of strategy implementaion in Saudi Arabian banks. Although the organizational factors are seen as important among this group of factors, especially since their p value is not far from the significant level, sub-factors such as time, priority of the decision, top management support, religion, organizational structure, involvement, and communication, still play major roles in the implementation process and therefore influence the outcome of the strategy.
It should be noted that all three banks involved in this study experienced a moderate to high level of successful strategy implementation, and in all these cases, the managers believed that positive challenges during the implementation process, rather than obstacles, possibly occurred and those challenges were thus considered at the formulation stage and improved during the process.
Process and personnel factors
The analytical results confirm that process and personnel factors have the highest impact (out of the four specified groups) in terms of influencing the outcomes of strategy implementation. In addition, involvement and communication, from among the seven items comprising the process and personnel factors, have the greatest impact on strategy implementation outcomes.
In the three studied strategic cases, it appears that involvement occurred when the strategic decision was made by top management (decision makers), although the people who implement the strategy (implementers) were also clearly involved in this process and their number is probably greater than those who actually made the decision. Therefore, their initial responsibility, besides involvement, is to map and design the strategic plan for the entire project, including the roles, responsibilities, goals, and objectives. The involvement process for all managers and implementers on all organizational levels is perceived as a crucial factor in the implementation process and it is, by extension, of paramount importance for successful implementation. Actual involvement could thus result in the coordination of top management, interest groups, and managers within the organization itself, to decide exactly how to implement the strategic decision, thereby allowing focus to be placed on effective implementation, which can in turn help to minimize potential conflicts and any resistance to change.
Communication is somehow connected to involvement, but it is not isolated. For instance, effective two-way communication between the decision makers in Saudi Arabia and the implementers in Malaysia resulted in a proper understanding of the business strategy with regard to the definition of goals and actual planning. Indeed, this was demonstrated by the case of the Malaysian operation of one of the sampled Saudi banks. Such a situation also guaranteed a form of commitment and support between different levels of the organization. If those managers in the Malaysian operation had not been involved in the decision and had not communicated effectively with the upper level management at their headquarters in Saudi Arabia, it would not have been possible for them to transmit and facilitate the business ideas and operational features of the project efficiently to those people who were running its everyday aspects. If, however, the upper level management in Saudi Arabia had failed to communicate with their partners in Malaysia, then they would probably not have approached the business strategy at the point of meeting their organizational aim.
The involvement of managers and their staff in the strategic decision-making, alongside their provision with an explanation as to why it has been made an entire process and combined with other initiatives such as promotion and rewards, would highlight the desired outcomes of the strategic decision, in that implementers would focus, desire, and work as a team towards achieving success. For as Ghamdi (1998) states, managers have to be involved at all levels and maintain focus during the implementation processes.
Project factors
From among the four factors influencing the outcomes of the strategy implementation, the project factors have the second highest impact. In addition, the time and priority of the project proved to have the most impact on the process in terms of influencing the strategy implementation outcomes, when compared to the other items within this grouping. For the time factor, over 40% of all the participants stated that the time taken to complete the project was one to three years; more than half of those questioned, however, stated that the project was completed in the specified period. This successful result can be attributed to the presence of a detailed plan for the entire project and because the implementation of such a strategic decision was put ahead of other decisions or commitments, making it a priority for the bank. Indeed, this corresponds to the value of the three strategic decisions contributing between 15% and 25% of the banks' total financial value.
Organizational factors
Although the organizational factors are seen as important, given that their p value does not show statistical significance, organizational structure, top management support, and religion are the items from within the grouping for organizational factors that have the most impact on the process and on influencing the strategy implementation outcomes. Almost 60% of the total participants stated that the organizational structure, in terms of implementing the strategy, facilitated the process with appropriately allocated and well-defined authority, roles, and responsibilities, thereby establishing project teams for each strategy function. Most importantly, 58% of all managers and supervisors agreed on the benefit of a single point of contact or, in other words, a department responsible for receiving and updating instructions and information related to the project, and also for resolving management and technical issues that might occur during the process.
Saudi Arabia, akin to any other country that has its own distinct business and cultural values which dominate business operations and practices, presents a context where religion and traditional values are strongly linked to everyday life, including the areas of organizational culture and operation. At least two of the banks involved in the study comply with Islamic rules and ethics, since they run Shari'ah-compliant businesses. The Islamic or Shari'ah-compliant concepts and mission, to which these banks and their employees adhere, provide or create a means by which managers can run the project in an efficient manner and can also establish a good "public face" (or image) for practices. Employees therefore believe, or are at least convinced, that religion as a concept and practice is linked to the success of the strategy by helping to create a sense of belonging to the objectives of the bank and its strategy. In addition, top management support has a great impact on the outcome; for the descriptive analysis shows that 62% of managers and supervisors receive strong support from upper levels through the provision of necessary resources, thus sharing responsibilities with their teams.
Further implications
Each case study has its own unique features and this investigation found that for the sampled Saudi Arabian examples "personnel" and "project" factors play an important role in determining the outcomes of strategic management. It is, however, difficult to make any generalizations based on a sample of only three banks, especially since sub-factors in other areas also demonstrate some significance. For example, as with the case where some items are listed under organizational factors. The findings of this research should therefore be treated solely as an indication of the overall situation; a further study involving a larger sample size may allow for more definitive results and equally enable these current findings to be reaffirmed. In addition, as the results from the analysis of the factors provide significantly different groupings of sub-factors under the main factor, the regression results should also potentially be regrouped according to the new components of the factor analysis in order to find out if there are any significant differences between the two sets. Furthermore, a comparison between conventional and Islamic banks could be considered in the future if the same patterns (in terms of sub-factors) govern the strategic implementation cases in both bank types, thereby referring to particular elements on the operational and functional levels of these two different types of bank. The findings of this study ultimately contribute to the critical literature by providing a critical and empirical analysis of Saudi Arabian banks. To be a progressive Islamic bank through the domination of consumers' loans. To establish a good brand internationally and to transfer the knowledge and experience from KSA to Malaysia.
Bank 2 Competition on the corporate market of the Saudi banks after success in retailing.
To increase the market share and establish a brand name at the corporate level.
Bank 3 Centralization: enhancing the quality and performance of the loans by making the loan process more compact and controlled.
To increase the market share and enhance the service that they provide to their customers by reducing the process time from ninety days to fourteen days. To improve the quality of the loans.
Note: (*) The names of the banks are confidential, but the strategic cases are real.
